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On Feb. 7, a peaceful transition between two democratically elected presidents took place for the
first time in Haiti's history. Jean Bertrand Aristide, the immensely popular outgoing president,
administered the oath of office to his successor, Rene Preval, who was elected last December.
While Preval faces tremendous challenges, most Haitians are hoping that the political stability
represented by this unprecedented transition will end their country's history of violence and bring
some economic gains. The 53-year-old Preval was sworn in on the 10th anniversary of the departure
of Jean Claude "Baby Doc" Duvalier. His exodus ended a 29-year family dynasty begun by his
father, Francois "Papa Doc." The family's rule was marked by terror, repression, and corruption.
Duvalier's departure did not, however, end Haiti's long history of repressive government.
After a succession of military and de facto civilian regimes, Aristide, a Catholic priest, won a
landslide victory in December 1990, only to be overthrown in a bloody military coup ten months
later. In October 1994, after three years in exile, Aristide returned, following a US-led invasion of the
island. His supporters urged Aristide to remain in office another three years to compensate for the
time he was forced to spend in exile. However, he kept his commitment to abide by the Constitution
and step down when his term ended on Feb. 7 (see NotiSur, 10/14/94).
The Washington Post summed up Aristide's tenure, saying, "Elected overwhelmingly, ousted by
a coup and reseated by American troops, the populist ex-priest abolished the repressive army,
virtually ended human rights violations, mostly kept his promise to promote reconciliation, ran
ragged but fair elections and, though he had the popular support to ignore it, honored his pledge to
step down at the end of his term. A formidable record." As Aristide ended his term in office, many
saw his dismantling of the hated Haitian military as his most important achievement. "You rid the
country of a cancer that has devoured it for 200 years and plunged it into underdevelopment," Prime
Minister Claudette Werleigh told Aristide at a reception held in his honor just before he left office.
"All the victims of the Haitian army's abuses, this army of internal occupation, say thank you."
On the economic front, Haiti's economy has also begun to rebound since Aristide returned to
office. The 1990 military coup plunged the country into a profound crisis, largely fueled by the
international embargo that remained in effect until Aristide was reinstated in 1994. From 1990-1994,
the GDP had declined each year, including a huge 14.3% drop in 1992 and another 12.2% plunge in
1994. As a result, between 1991 and 1995, the UN's Economic Commission for Latin America and
the Caribbean (ECLAC) estimates that the economy contracted by an accumulated total of 26.7%.
In 1995, however, the economy grew by 3.5% the first positive growth since 1989 largely because
foreign aid for reconstruction surged into Haiti last year at the same time that trade relations were
re-established with other countries. Per capita GDP grew by 1.4% last year, a sharp turnaround from
1994, when per capita GDP plummeted by 14%. And, as of September 1995, annualized inflation was
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running at about 25%, less than half the rate of annual inflation in 1994, when ECLAC reported a
52.1% rise in the consumer price index.
Nevertheless, throughout 1995 Aristide was caught in a tug of war with the multilateral lending
institutions. The president had promised to reform the public sector as part of an agreement with
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank, but Aristide decided to postpone
such measures as privatization of state firms and cutbacks in the number of civil servants. Such
reforms are highly unpopular, and the government feared that it would create more hardship for
a population that is already considered the most impoverished in the hemisphere (see NotiSur,
10/20/95). As a result of the government's decision to delay some of the accords with multilateral
lenders, Aristide's prime minister, Smarck Michel a pro-business official who was named to the
cabinet largely to placate the IMF and the private sector quit over policy differences last October and
the nation has operated without a budget since.
Meanwhile, in January Aristide called the emerging democratic process "irreversible," but
complained that the slowness with which foreign governments are fulfilling their aid commitments
is making the process much more difficult. At the same time, Aristide criticized the UN forces
for not disarming discharged Haitian soldiers and paramilitary groups. In his January address to
parliament, he said disarmament was still "a process and not a reality." The UN, which took over
from US forces after the invasion, has 5,000 troops from 20 countries in Haiti. Although it recently
agreed to extend its stay until the end of July, it will begin to phase out its mission early in the Preval
administration. Although the UN mission has been extended, all US troops will be withdrawn.
A spokesperson for the Clinton administration said that the US president was very clear from the
beginning that US forces would not remain after the new Haitian president assumed office. Since
the commitment of US troops raised strong opposition from some sectors of the US Congress,
Clinton is now under pressure from his own advisors to withdraw the troops before the US
presidential campaign moves into high gear. In one of Aristide's last official acts before leaving
office, he re-established diplomatic ties with Cuba. Some observers said Aristide's action was
calculated so that US criticism would fall on him rather than Preval. Haiti broke off relations with
Cuba in the early 1960s when the US was seeking Caribbean cooperation against Cuban President
Fidel Castro. Today, most Caribbean and Latin American nations have normalized relations with
Cuba, although the US maintains an economic embargo against the island. Haiti's new president,
who was backed by Aristide and ran on the Lavalas coalition ticket, took almost 90% of the vote in
last December's presidential election, although the voter turnout was low (see NotiSur, 01/05/96).
Preval has a long history of working to bring democracy to Haiti. He opposed the Duvalier
dictatorship and was closely associated with Aristide, serving as his prime minister before the
coup sent them both into exile. The inauguration ceremony demonstrated Haiti's departure from
military government. The 21-gun salute that marked past political transitions was replaced with
the release of 21 doves. In assuming office, Preval paid tribute to Aristide. "One man made this
process possible, and the whole country must be grateful," Preval said. "He has given us the chance
to find the road to democracy. Thank you, Mr. President. Thank you, Titid." Titid is the Haitian's
affectionate Creole nickname for Aristide. When Preval ran for the presidency, many political
analysts described him as Aristide's ideological twin, suggesting that Preval would simply represent
the continuation of Aristide's government.
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Moreover, critics claim that the closeness that exits between Preval and Aristide is a problem.
They question whether Aristide will easily let go of power or whether the popular ex-president
will try to dictate policy from behind the scenes during Preval's term in office. Nevertheless, US
officials believe that Preval will clearly attempt to demonstrate his independence now that he is
in office. "I suspect that he (Aristide) will be an adviser but I also expect that President Preval and
his government will be the authorities that operate and run the government in Haiti," said Samuel
Berger, President Clinton's deputy national security advisor.
The first few months of Preval's five-year administration will be the most difficult. Among the tasks
he faces are resolving the thorny issue of privatization of state businesses demanded by the private
sector and multilateral lenders. He must also reach a budget agreement with the parliament, and he
must reform the justice system enough to gain the population's respect and trust in the judiciary.
In addition, he must coordinate a transition in law enforcement from one that is carried out largely
by thousands of foreign troops to one that is run by a new Haitian civilian police force. Security
is a serious problem. Street violence is increasing, caused at least in part by desperate economic
conditions. And many are fearful that large-scale political violence will return when the UN troops
finally leave. Examining the danger that political opposition will turn violent, Preval said one of his
first priorities would be to reassert the government's authority after years of political turmoil and to
draw opposition parties into the democratic process.
"I hope certain sectors that have gone astray into marginal political activities will agree with me on
the necessity of integrating themselves into democracy," he said. Preval pointed out that a climate
of security is necessary to attract foreign investment and he said that achieving it requires not only
an efficient police force, but also attention to the miserable living conditions of the majority of the
population. "The problems that provoke desperation in the less favored classes cannot be resolved
by 5,000 or 10,000 police, nor even by an authoritarian regime based on repression," said Preval.
"Public security depends on the political and the economic situation. In that vein, Preval must
address the serious challenge of rebuilding his impoverished country's shattered economy.
The new president will immediately face the same pressures from the IMF and the World Bank
that Aristide faced. More than US$60 million in aid from World Bank, the IMF, and other bilateral
sources have already been approved for Haiti but are frozen until the state modernization program
moves forward. The loans are urgent to fund development programs that could alleviate the
estimated 80% unemployment rate that still plagues the country, thus forcing Preval into the
uncomfortable position of having to carry out privatizations and public sector layoffs as some of
his first acts in office. "I think he has a very difficult job," said William O'Neill, a legal expert at
the National Coalition for Haitian Rights in New York. "He doesn't have a lot of time. Some kind
of improvement has to be visible and widespread enough that people feel that progress has been
made."
Preval's task of building business and investor confidence will be complicated because during his
tenure as Aristide's prime minister he was perceived by many in the business community and by
US officials as being even more of a hard-line socialist than Aristide. However, Preval has worked
hard to cultivate investors and the country's business community. He has met with business leaders
several times and promised to carry out the unpopular economic reforms that will place Haiti in
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compliance with World Bank and the IMF. Relations between the US and Haiti will also test Preval's
leadership abilities. Throughout Haiti's history, the US has played an influential and frequently
negative role. Although the Clinton administration set in motion the invasion that allowed Aristide
to return, some within the administration and many Congressional Republicans had a deep- seated
distrust of Aristide, who they saw as too leftist and too independent.
Sen. Jesse Helms, head of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, was adamantly opposed to the
commitment of US troops to the Haiti operation and has recently blocked aid because he claims
that the Haitian government has not done enough to solve several political killings since Aristide's
return. Helms's concern for human rights in Haiti has only focused on abuses suffered by the
country's elite and his assessment is disputed by most human rights organizations.
"There is a tremendous improvement in the human rights situation," said Colin Granderson,
head of the joint UN-Organization of American States human rights monitoring group in Haiti.
"There was widespread, systematic abuse including murder, rape, and torture. Abuses now are
sporadic." Adding to the US-Haitian tension that Preval must deal with is evidence linking the CIA
to the creation and support of the hated paramilitary organization FRAPH and the still unresolved
issue of the removal of thousands of pages of FRAPH documents by US military personnel (see
NotiSur, 01/19/95). Recent press reports have also indicated that US troops were deliberately misled
about the nature of FRAPH at the time of the invasion, being told that it was a "legitimate political
organization." (Sources: United Press International, 01/08/96; Inter Press Service, 01/18/96, 01/31/96;
Deutsche Press Agentur, 02/02/96; Agence France-Presse, 01/08/96, 02/06/96; Reuter, 02/01/96,
02/04/96, 02/06-08/96; New York Times, 02/08/96, 02/09/96; Washington Post, 02/10/96)
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